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Draft V4  
Drafted for Theatre Arts Action by Wendy Smith, 3wishes theatre CIC 
20 February 2025, updated 17 March 2025 
 
 

Now & Next 
Future planning at The Headgate Theatre 
 

What’s in this paper 
 
The Theatre Arts Action Trustees are devising a strategy and workplan for the Headgate 
Theatre’s next 3-5 years. As part of this, the trustees organised a “Now & Next” workshop 
with some sixty Headgate theatre-lovers to listen to what people want, what’s important and 
areas for development. 
 
This report summarises what people say and offers some suggestions about how to take 
things forward. A full write up of the feedback from the Now & Next workshop is included in 
the following appendices: 
 
Appendix 1: List of priorities from interest groups at the workshop. 
Appendix 2: Full notes from discussions at the workshop and individual feedback. 
Appendix 3: Word clouds from all discussions with trustees, staff and stakeholders. 
 

What’s Theatre Arts Action? 
 
Theatre Arts Action Trust (TAAT) is the charitable trust that is responsible for the operation 
and development of the Headgate Theatre, Colchester. The Trust is led by a group of 
volunteer trustees, chaired by George Branagh. The trustees have strategic oversight and 
are accountable to the Charity Commission for England and Wales. 
 
The main business of the theatre is organised through volunteers on the Management 
Group and several sub-groups, supported by a small team of paid staff. 
 
To find out more, please visit: 
https://headgatetheatre.co.uk/about/theatre-arts-action-trust/ 
https://headgatetheatre.co.uk/about/our-trustees/ 
 
You can contact the Trustees via the Secretary, Marcus Almond 
secretary@headgatetheatre.co.uk 
 

Here’s what we’ve done so far 
 

• The trustees reviewed the Headgate’s position in May and June 2024 in the lead up 
to the recruitment of new board members. Discussions continued in August and a 
small working group (George Branagh, Pat Gaudin and Sallie Mills Lewis) was asked 
to develop a workplan. 

https://headgatetheatre.co.uk/about/theatre-arts-action-trust/
https://headgatetheatre.co.uk/about/our-trustees/
mailto:secretary@headgatetheatre.co.uk
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• George, Pat and Sallie sent out an open invitation to Headgate volunteers, friends 
and participants to join a planning workshop with the aim of discussing: 
 

o What do we offer our community over the next ten years? 
o What are your hopes? 
o How do we make it happen? 

 

• The workshop, Now & Next, took place on 18th January 2025. 56 people attended 
and two people responded with views by email. The event involved two group 
exercises. In the first exercise, nine interest groups discussed what they would like 
from the Headgate. The groups were representative of hirers, staff, technicians, 
audience, performers, directors/producers, volunteers and the wider Colchester 
community. The second challenge asked nine mixed groups to discuss areas for 
development. 

 

What came up 
 
At the workshop, eighteen animated discussions came up with stacks of feedback, rich with 
ideas and enthusiastic suggestions. (The outputs from the groups and from individual 
feedback are presented in full in the attached appendices 1 and 2.) 
 

Common themes 
 
Community 
 
Across all discussions, prior to and during the workshop there are echoes. The pictures 
below are “wordclouds” indicating the frequency of keywords in discussions with trustees 
(left), staff (centre) and stakeholders (right). (See appendix 3 for expanded views of the 
wordclouds.) 
 

     
 
“Community” is the loudest theme and this was very much the buzz in the theatre on 18th 
January. There was a palpable sense of a community working together for the Headgate’s 
future. Eight of the nine mixed group discussions articulated visions of the Headgate as a 
community hub, not just a building for hire, but a cultural space for Colchester. 
 
Examples of comments: 
 
Are we a small venue or a community space? 
Offering a creative community hub 
Belonging to a community…a safe space 
Reach out to schools and the community – build new links 
Creative café or community space 
Art exhibitions, tea dances…let people see what a great place it is. 
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Top 10 frequently-mentioned areas for development 
 

Areas for development Approx. no. 
of mentions 

1. External communications, marketing and publicity 
Almost every group highlights external communications for development, 
specifically the website, social media and market data analysis. Several 
groups suggest a paid role that could also lead on fundraising. Some 
people put forward ideas for promotional schemes with local businesses, 
such as theatre-dining offers with local restaurants. Overall, there is a 
strong perception that more could be done to raise awareness and attract 
more people. 
 

21 

2. Diversity and inclusion 
There is clear support for a varied programme of plays and arts genres, 
with a place for “unconventional” theatre as well as popular plays. 
Alongside various suggestions for attracting new audiences, there are 
specific ideas about diverse roles, and improving access to opportunities 
with better information and planning. Several discussions raise the need 
for continuing education for volunteers and staff in disability and 
neurodiversity access needs to support both audiences and company 
participants.  
 
Examples of ideas, which could also help to raise income: 

• Fringe activities, such as scratch nights, talent shows and slam events, 
where people can try out material 

• Play-readings 

• One-act play festival 

• Signed and captioned performances, relaxed performances. 

• Drama for people with visual impairment 

• Drama for well-being 
 

20 

3. Internal communications, information and transparency 
Even the Staff group presses the need for clearer information about who 
does what and who to contact.  
 
Suggestions for improvements include: 

• Clearer communications, division of roles and joined-up thinking 

• Headgate directory and explanation of roles 

• An online portal for participants e.g. with future production plans, 
audition details, backstage vacancies and ways to interact etc. 

• Access to a calendar of bookings or availability of space  

• Clearer information on hire charging policies, rates and loyalty benefits. 
 

19 

4. Accessibility for audiences and participants 
Comments on accessibility are concerned mainly with ensuring the theatre 
is attractive to audiences. Suggestions include: 

• Improvements to external lighting 

• Using illuminated signage to make the building visible from the 
surrounding roads 

• Finding car parking solutions, such as a shuttle to St Mary’s car park 
after shows 

• Refurbishing the rehearsal room to create a variety of versatile spaces. 

• Accessibility from the outside and within the building 

12 



 4 

• Security and access arrangements for participants 
 

5. Cultural hub 
Several groups discuss their vision of the Headgate as a cultural hub with 
strong links to the local community.  
Ideas include: 

• Resources for creatives  

• Place to meet people to discuss ideas, mini library with donated books 

• Café with drinks and snacks 

• Play readings, workshops, talks 

• Art exhibitions and sales 

• Collaborative events with other agencies, charities etc. 
 

11 

6. Affordable ticket pricing 
Several of the groups suggest a review of ticket pricing and pricing 
schemes. Examples of ideas: 

• “Pay it forward” – encourages some people to pay more so that others 
may benefit from subsidy 

• “Pay what you can afford” – there are examples of this locally at 
Colchester Arts Centre, Mercury Theatre and New Wolsey Theatre 

• “Early bird” discounts 

• Loyalty schemes 
 

11 

7. Nurturing talent and skills 
The idea of nurturing is favoured for all aspects of the theatre, including: 

• Finding ways to attract new talent to off-stage as well as on-stage roles 

• Providing training and development opportunities 

• Linking up, for example with colleges and universities 

• Finding opportunities to try out and develop new skills 
 

9 

8. Rewards and development for volunteers 
Although not as frequently-mentioned as the themes above, the idea of 
rewards for volunteers, such as free tickets and invitations to dress 
rehearsals draws the biggest vote when participants are asked to indicate 
their preferred priorities. In addition, there are suggestions for explicit 
pathways and mentors to help lead volunteers towards exciting and 
rewarding skilled roles. 
  

8 

9. Collaboration with other theatres 
People highlight a number of potential benefits from collaborating with 
other theatres, such as: 

• Sharing technical resources 

• Pooling knowledge, skills, human resources, contacts, networks etc. 

• Creating production and income-generating opportunities - a tour 
circuit, for example 

 
 

6 

10. Comfortable seating 
Many people agree that the current seating in the auditorium should be 
updated for greater comfort. There is also scope to improve the auditorium 
rake to improve views of the stage area, which can be compromised if 
there is a full house. Directors find solutions to this problem by carefully 

5 
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blocking moves that keep actors moving, or by raising the stage level with 
rostra. A steeper seating rake would be a preferable solution. 

 
 
Top 10 priorities 
 
The interest groups were asked to post their top priorities to the wall of the studio. All 
participants were invited to show where they would “put their money” by placing sticky dots 
beside their preferred priorities. Each participant had 5 dots to spend. 
 
The table below shows the top 10 voting results. 
 

Priorities No. of 
sticky dots 

 
1. Rewards scheme for volunteers 

 
24 

 
2. Internal communications and information (including a Headgate 

directory) 

 
24 

 
3. External communications, marketing and publicity (including a 

dedicated role) 

 
17 

 
4. Comfortable seating (auditorium and bar) 

 
16 

 
5. Diverse programme of plays and opportunities 

 
13 

 
6. Attract and nurture new talent 

 
12 

 
7. All female season 

 
10 

 
8. Training and maintaining a technical team 

 
10 

 
9. Technical equipment upgrades 

 
10 

 
10. Pathways and development for volunteers 

 
10 

 
 

Other notable suggestions 
 
Not all great ideas fall into popular categories. Sometimes it takes just one person to shine a 
light. For this reason, the notes collected from discussions are included in full in appendices 
1 and 2.  
 

What may we conclude and what next? 
 

1. Development of a cultural hub 
 
While reading through the many excellent ideas for improvements and growth, the vision of 
the Headgate as a cultural hub is the “golden thread”. 
 
The concept suggests that the Headgate takes more of a leadership and co-ordinating role 
with its community of participants, regular hirers and partners. This could develop a stronger 
and more organised arts network under the Theatre Arts Action umbrella.  
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The vision raises significant questions. The following are influenced by the workshop 
discussions: 
 

• Is the Headgate the “home of amateur theatre” or a centre for professional and non-
professional artists to come together? 

• Is it financially viable to prioritise and develop local community arts? To what extent 
does the model rely on commercial programming? 

• Would a “cultural hub” attract funding / subsidy? 

• How would a partnership with regular hirers work and to what gain? 

• Would there be any benefit in an annual opportunity for stakeholders to engage with 
planning? 

• What is the scope for expanding activities, for example with diverse events, social 
activities, art exhibitions, tea dances, café etc.? 

 
Suggestion: 

• The trustees could consider what a cultural hub might look like, what are the pros 
and cons, how would it change things and what would be the best way to achieve it, 
if it was considered to be progress in the right direction? 

 

2. Quick wins 
 

The following list highlights suggestions from discussions that could be actioned in the short 
term and with little or no expense.  
 
Review of the volunteer model 
 

• The staff team suggested the volunteer model be revisited and it would be sensible 
to check with the team, what this might mean. 

• Review the system of volunteers rewards and benefits, including the idea of 
pathways and mentorships. 

 
Disability and inclusivity education for staff and volunteers 
 
Internal communications 
 

• The current organisation chart could have names (staff are not named currently, for 
example) 

• There could be a directory of key contacts 

• Simple improvements could be achieved by publishing key role descriptions  

• Could hirers have a key link and clearer information about who to go to for what? Is 
there a need for more detailed information about accessing the building and its 
facilities? 

• A longer task would include a review of organisation and structure. 
 
Technical upgrades 
 

• The technical team have specific ideas about improving cue systems and lighting, for 
example. Reactions at the workshop would suggest there is popular support for 
technical investment. 
 

 

3. Ideas to consider for trial and development 
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A lead person (not necessarily a trustee) or a small task and finish group could explore the 
following ideas and report back on: 
 

• Options 

• Pros and cons 

• Costs and any potential gains 

• Practical implications 
 
If there was evidence to suggest benefits, ideas could be tried and tested. 
 
Programming and events 
 

• Are there benefits to be gained by involving stakeholders and hirers in programme 
planning? 

• Extending the programme to include “slams”, “scratch nights”, variety nights, test 
shows from big acts, talent nights etc. 

• What is the scope for collaboration with other theatres? 
 
Affordable ticket prices 
 

• What schemes are in practice locally and could they benefit the Headgate? 

• How could this work in partnership with hirers? 
 
External communications, marketing and publicity 
 

• Review current practice and consider potential improvements 

• Review and update branding 

• What do we know about our markets? 

• Investigate the scope for improving the website and social media 

• Are there any new publicity outlets or local partnerships to expand reach? 
 
Nurturing talent 
 

• There are indications that stakeholders are supportive of any ideas that welcome 
new talent and help people to develop. These should be explored, particularly in 
technical fields where current resources are in short supply. 

 

4. Bigger questions and future investments 
 
Perhaps the biggest question raised was whether Chapel Street North is the right location 
and the ideal building. If the enterprise grows over the next three years, it is inevitable that 
future Headgate leaders would want to open the next chapter of capital development. 
 
Benefits could include: 
 

• Better and more performance space 

• Better seating 

• More space for rehearsals 

• Space for community activities 

• Better access to car parking 
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If there was a keen appetite for these sorts of improvements among current stakeholders, 
there would be nothing to lose from encouraging initial inquiries, assuming this would not 
take resources and time away from the current management of the theatre. 
 
With imagination and ingenuity there could be among the full feedback notes, some short-
term solutions to adapt the current spaces and improve the accessibility and visibility of the 
building. 

 
 

A new source of energy? 
 
It was clear from the workshop that people cherish the Headgate Theatre and what it offers. 
Not only do they want it to continue for years to come, but they are willing to be part of the 
enterprise. 
 
The trustees should consider how best to tap into and mobilise this energy source to 
strengthen the Headgate’s vitality and future prospects. 
 
 
 
 
 
With huge thanks to: 
 
George Branagh, Charlie Davison,  Pat Gaudin, Dave King, Dawn King, Geoff Lee, Sallie 
Mills Lewis, Annastasia Ward, Alison Wheeler. 
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Appendix 1 – List of priorities from interest groups at the workshop 
 

Volunteers 

 
Priorities Votes 

Reward system for volunteers, especially non-front of house (could include 
attending dress-rehearsals or free tickets 

24 

Volunteer pathways to encourage personal growth, including mentors e.g. 
leading to tech skills or creative 

9 

Big acts e.g. test shows 1 

“Headgate’s Got Talent” or one-act festival from local hirers 1 
 

Performers (1) 
 

Priorities Votes 

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 

• Pitching events e.g. Headgate Summer Slam (idea from George Penny) 

• Neurodiversity inclusion – more education for staff and volunteers for 
inclusivity 

• Early bird tickets and “Pay What you Can” 

 
5 
7 
 
7 

COMMUNICATIONS 

• Clarity with top down communications and transparency within the 
theatre 

• Advanced calendar and portal for performers, including rehearsals and 
performances 

• Collaboration with other theatres – could facilitate a tour 

 
6 
 
4 
 
5 

PRIORITISE HEADGATE THEATRE PRODUCTIONS 

• Marketing loudly – needs a dedicated person 

• Better website 

 
 
2 

 

Directors and producers 

 

Priorities Votes 

Press / publicity / marketing officer (paid role) 17 
Attract and nurture new directing and acting talent 12 

Communication and space allocation and show logistics for 
directors/producers 

7 

 

Audience 

 
Priorities Votes 

COMFORT 

• Comfortable seats 

• Better viewing and sight lines 

 
16 
1 

AFFORDABILITY  



 10 

• Pay what you can 9 

ACCESS 

• Accessibility of space/venue 

• Car parking 

 
2 
3 

PUBLICITY 

• Improved website and intuitive booking process 

• More coverage in local media 

 
2 
2 

PROGRAMMING 

• Maintain a diverse range of quality productions 

 

 
Hirers 

 

Priorities Votes 

COMMUNICATION 

• Clarity about who is responsible / lead contact for different areas e.g. 
tickets, technical, marketing 

• Who is the key link for a hirer? 

• Accessibility issues 

15 
 

INFORMATION 

• Suggest contact list 

• Tech spec 

• Availability of spaces – e.g. on website 

• Clarity on website e.g. hirers section 

• Hire rates 

• Group loyalty  

9 

SAFEGUARDING 

• Security 

• Movement around the building 

• Regular code change 

7 

 

Performers (2) 
 

Priorities Votes 

Diverse plays and diverse roles (inclusive of age, gender, ethnicity and 
ability) 

13 

All-female season 10 

Audience analysis – who attends which shows? 2 

Transparent audition process with equal opportunities to audition 1 
 

Technicians 
 

Priorities Votes 

Training and maintaining a technical team that can offer basic support for 
shows and events 

10 

Upgrade technical equipment to better the venue’s future 10 
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Staff 
 

Priorities Votes 

Staff team restructure to include paid technician 7 
Directory of who’s who at the Headgate and definition of roles, inc staff, 
volunteers  

6 

Revisit the volunteer model 3 
 

Creative Colchester (wild card group) 
 

Priorities Votes 
Create a cultural hub e.g. to include exhibitions, live art, cafe 7 

Improve economic accessibility e.g. with “pay it forward scheme” 7 

Disability support e.g. relaxed performances, improved access 5 

Vision, mission, culture – Plan for the Future 3 

Is this building the right location? 3 

More knowledge of Headgate facilities and costs 2 

More collaboration 1 
Car Parking? 1 

Show Q&As 1 

Who do we talk to? Is it the office or Headgate Theatre Productions  
Currently brand is “home of amateur theatre” – what about professionals?  
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Appendix 2 – Full notes from discussions at the workshop and 
individual feedback 
 
 

Interest group discussions 
 

Volunteers 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• To continue for years! 

• More volunteers, duty managers etc. 

• Visibility of other roles for volunteers e.g. pathways to creative, costumes tech etc. 

• System of reward for volunteers, especially non-front-of-house roles – e.g. extra 
shifts gets a free ticket, access to in-house dress rehearsals 

• Mentorship scheme for volunteers e.g. go to person for questions 

• Performance roles and backstage jobs for volunteers. 
 
What do you need from others? 

• Promotion from local businesses and offers e.g. pre-theatre meal and they promote 
shows 

• Boundaries between paid staff and volunteers to be reviewed and made clear. 

• Play-reading group 
 
Wild ideas 

• Big act e.g. trial, test/out pre-show material 

• Headgate’s Got Talent c.f. Ink Festival in Suffolk 

• One Act Festival from hirers and groups 

• Closer links with University/Institute/College, including courses for opportunities for 
tech etc. 

• Can we run panto for longer? 

• More matinees e.g. during the week 

• Cappuccino/latte machine in the bar 

• Film nights 

• Cushions 

• Lights on the exterior of the building – should be able to see the building from the 
top of the street. 

 
 

Performers (1) 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• More access – prioritise Headgate Theatre Productions for easier access for actors 
e.g. a dedicated portal that has an advanced calendar and full details of 
opportunities in advance. Be honest about pre-casting. 

• Affordability – e.g. pay what you can workshops, pay what you can tickets 
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• More media – we need proper marketing 
 
What do you need from others? 

• Clearer communications and joined-up thinking. Some messages get muddled. 
 
Wild ideas 

• Are we a small venue or a community space? 

• Regular variety performance show – people pitch, randomly selected and six weeks 
to rehearse 

• New writer plays night and play-reading nights 

• More risks in the programme e.g. to attract new/younger customers 

• Less commercial programming 

• More inclusive programming  

• More education around visible and non-visible diversity for staff and volunteers. 

• Collaboration with other local theatres – sharing spaces, creating a tour circuit – Let’s 
talk to each other 

 
 
Directors / Producers 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• Better communication 
o Clearer instructions 
o More welcoming and more informative communications 
o Explanation of structures and roles (staff/volunteers) 
o Better internal communication 
o Up to date information on room booking changes 

• Logistics 
o Moving room bookings last minute can be difficult for directors – keep 

directors up to date 
o Rehearsal space is a premium – difficult to balance needs 
o HTP needs more use of the auditorium 
o Someone on the front desk am-pm for security and checking bookings 

• Nurture local talent 
o Writing and other specialist workshops for creatives 
o “New work” nights – show work and get feedback (“scratch nights”) 
o Try to help funding challenges for new work 
o Wider publicity for studio sessions 

• Publicity/press 
o More support needed for producing content 
o Press/publicity specialist 
o Headgate Theatre Productions (HTP) own social media page – more focused 

content on HTP shows 

• Space 
o More use of rehearsal room 
o Avoid “get in” for HTP the Sunday before 



 14 

• New work 
o Better box office splits 

• Challenging work 
o Have “box office hits” to balance riskier shows that may not sell 

• Funding 
o Treasurer in charge of fundraising 
o Attract businesses to support specialist 

• Attracting new talent 
o How can we get new acting talent in? 

 
 
Audience 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• Affordability 

• Quality 

• Comfort – need to improve seats and sight lines 

• Accessibility – in terms of the diversity of work, access to the physical space and pay 
what you can schemes 

• Maintain a range of plays 

• Need to make the space affordable to producers to get a varied programme 

• Things performed in different spaces 
 
What do you need from others? 

• More intuitive booking system 

• Want to see more of the Headgate in the local press and greater awareness. We 
often here “we didn’t know it was here” 

• Improve street access 
 
Wild ideas 

• Produce things in other places e.g. at the castle, in schools, in villages 

• Get groups from outside to bring stuff in 
 
 

Hirers 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• Clear information available on the website e.g. hire costs, availability of spaces 

• Clear point of contact 

• Review of hire rates e.g. corporate rate versus community rate 

• Short questionnaire to ensure hirers are allocated to the best fit space 

• Tech specs and directory of tech. volunteers 

• Recognition for regular users / loyalty e.g. keys for regular users, but also code to be 
changed at the end of each booking (safeguarding) 
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• Access to the building, inc. accessibility requirements and clarity on how to move 
around the building (safeguarding) 

• Communication 
 
Wild ideas 

• Partnership with regular hirers 

• Use of rehearsal room as a performance space more often 

• Mirrors 

• Washer/dryer machine 

• More dressing room space 

• Door in the apse 
 
 

Performers (2) 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• For the Headgate Theatre to exist 

• We want this process to continue - an annual opportunity to engage with this 
planning process 

• Accessibility for the community 

• Adaptive spaces – rehearsal room being used as an intimate space for performance 

• Much broader and diverse performance team… avoiding cliques and the ‘core group’.  
 
What do you need from others? 

• More roles for those of us returning to the theatre in an older stage of life. 

• Diversify the types of performance – not just a recipe of x, y, z – season of female 
playwrights for example – increases new audience base 

• Analyse audience/marketing data (Skip offering help with this)  

• Empathy and honesty; performer perspective. Constructive feedback 

• Access to opportunities – when is audition? If we are coming, do we have a genuine 
chance to get involved? 

• Access – equal opportunity to audition (transparent process); equal chance (to get a 
role if you come for audition); equal opportunity to roles (there is a broad and 
diverse range of potential plays/performances). 

• How is the audition process managed and is it fair and transparent? 

• Can the stage be fully marked out on the floor of the rehearsal studio because 
transferring the rehearsal to the performance space means that the blocking is 
altered. 

 
Wild ideas 

• All female season 
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Technicians 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• Fast internet connectivity at the control position 

• Q-Lab! (Mac, Mini) 

• Option to use Eos-based lighting control 
 
Wild ideas 

• Continue technical relationships with other venues 
 
 

Staff 
 
What do you want from the Headgate? 

• Restructure of FT team to meet organisational needs and job roles e.g. technical 
employee 

• Encouragement for volunteers to step up and take other leadership roles 
 
What do you need from others? 

• Definition of roles 

• Communications e.g. involvement in decisions  

• Commitment across the volunteer team to meet demands 
 

Wild ideas 

• Look at renaming areas 

• Improve the box office area to be more theatre-like 

• Rehearsal room set up and performance space – meeting room becomes dressing 
room 

• Mirrors on walls that can be covered 

• Studio storage 

• Theatre book resource area 

• Hardwire office Wi-Fi 

• Exterior digital sign 
 
 
 

Mixed group discussions 
 

Group 1? 
 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Provision of theatrical performances, from a non-professional and professional 
company. Broad range of different types of performance.  

• Opportunity to get involved that doesn’t always exist in many places: (HTP – open 
auditions). Almost impossible to perform if Headgate Theatre didn’t exist. Colchester 
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Theatre Group/Platform Musicals wouldn’t exist without this space to perform. Hub 
for local community groups. Fringe festival. 

• Community hub for people in addition to being a theatrical performance venue. 
Social provision; warm and friendly; Act V – 50+ theatre company;  

• House production – on the day tickets £5: might encourage people to book who 
wouldn’t for a more niche production or when sales have been lower – affordability 
is an issue – Mercury Theatre has a scale/pay-what-you-can. Dynamic pricing; early-
bird booking, friends of…,  

• Nurturing new talent for writing, directing, technical, auditioning/performing. 
Headgate event for absolutely new people – open event for actors or other groups. 

• Income from hiring. 
 
One thing to improve 

• Communication – who ‘should’ we contact if we want to hire – Directory on the 
Website – internal and external:  

• Newsletter – ‘we’re introducing a Friends of the Headgate scheme; this includes £5 
tickets, early-bird booking, money off at the bar, preferential rates on hiring: by the 
way did you know that you can hire our rooms? Click this link; etc.’ 

• Partnering with local businesses to promote the ‘whole entertainment’ package. 

• Accessibility on the website etc. 

• Publicity 

• Filling seats – committed audience who will support the theatre but may not come to 
something that’s out of the usual pattern of shows 

 
Big ideas 

• Could there be a ‘friends of the Headgate community group – we all go to the 
performance on this day: it will build a social aspect into the community of the 
Headgate theatre?  

• Open-mic, stand-up nights, summer season: more management team to build the 
time-table/schedule. 

 

Group 2 

 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Provision of performing and creative arts and the opportunity to get involved. 

• Provision of opportunity and space for non-professional theatre 
groups/practitioners. 

• Social provision and enrichment for people’s wellbeing e.g. Act V 

• Offering quality live entertainment 

• Offering a creative community hub 

• Nurturing new talent – acting, directing, writing, producing, technical etc. 
 
One thing to improve 

• Communication 
o Internal to hirers/directors etc. 
o External – marketing shows 
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Big idea 

• Dynamic pricing for ticket prices 
 
 

Group 3 
 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Performance opportunity 

• Audience entertainment 

• Diverse offering 

• “Finding yourself in theatre” finding your voice 

• Belonging to a community /acceptance 

• Inclusion e.g. BSL performances, captioned performances, relaxed performances, 
touch tours 

• Your life reflected here 

• Flexible offer – Romanian election, dance groups, Labour conference, room hire 

• Intimate theatre space 
 
What will you find? 

• Friendly volunteers 

• Enthusiasm 

• A safe space 

• Collaboration 

• Collaboration with other theatres 
 
One thing to improve 

• Take the theatre into the community 

• Reach out to schools and community – build new links 

• Working with the community so they understand there lives are reflected here. 

• More modern social media 

• How do we get new people in – get people over the threshold? 

• Host fund raising events 

• Increase the use of space during the day 

• More comfortable chairs in bar, rehearsal spaces and auditorium 

• Consistent and appropriate heating – often too hot or too cold 

• Better lighting outside. 
 
Big idea 

• Bring Headgate Young Company together with Act V 

• Film afternoons 

• Art space – open for local artists 

• Café space – creative café / community space / warm space 

• Refurbish rehearsal room 

• Build a new theatre – are we in our future space? 
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Group 4? 
 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Inclusive entertainment 

• Nurture local talent e.g. scratch nights, cheaper tickets, support/funding/bursaries 
etc. 

• New tag line to describe a community hub e.g. “locally grown theatre” 
 
What will you find? 

• Intimate space – friendly 

• People we know 

• Unconventional theatre 
 
One thing to improve 

• Pay what you can afford 

• Early bird cheap tickets 
 
Big ideas 

• More festival / theme seasons – nurturing 

• Relaxed performances 

• Trigger warnings 
 
 

Group 5 

 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Good quality productions at affordable prices (amateur and professional) 

• Opportunity for volunteering in theatre roles (gaining experience/DofE/student gap 
years 

• Workshops to include technical, writing, directing etc. 
 
What will you find? 

• Like-minded people/community 

• Variety of versatile spaces 

• Locked doors!! 
 
One thing to improve 

• Improve communication to all users and internally 
 
Big ideas 

• Succession planning – be welcoming and nurturing to newcomers 

• Paid technician role 
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Group 6 

 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Sharing of vision, mission and culture 

• Cultural space for meetings (aware of staffing issues) 

• Education not just performance – Act V, dance schools, workshops 

• Inclusivity across economic groups 

• Link with Colchester Fringe – brings new audience, but how to maintain that? 

• Transient community – university, garrison 

• What are the gaps? – Drama for people with visual impairment, drama for wellbeing 
 
What will you find? 

• Warm welcome 

• Quality drama 

• Originality 
 
One thing to improve 

• Communication – marketing, information for hirers and audiences, social media, 
website. 

 
Big idea 

• Shuttle service to St Mary’s car park after shows 

• Relaxed performances 

• Q&A sessions for performances 
 
 

Group 7 

 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• “Theatre by consent” 

• A theatre, but also part of the community. Sometimes use the building for e.g. Blood 
donors, drop-in social for isolated people such as young mums and dads, older 
people. Look at socially useful non-theatrical activities (which will also raise 
awareness of the theatre. Could take a small income from these activities. 

• More steps to widen our appeal to different groups in a socially diverse population 
e.g. people living with disabilities – not just audience, but creative and performance 
activities. 

 
What will you find? 

• Friendly and welcoming if you come to a show 

• Not always open during the day. Important to make clear how/when you can contact 
if you have a question. 
 

One thing to improve 

• Exterior lighting for safety 
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• Visibility – lights, signs – need a more visible presence, including “what’s on”. LED 
sign would be better than main poster. 
 

Big idea 

• Bigger capacity theatre 
 
 

Group 8 

 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Creative hub – a space for artists to try out work 

• More of an open door, warm spaces, welcome community space 
 
What will you find? 

• Very good front-of-house, volunteers, well-trained people 

• A diverse programme that includes opportunities for older people, especially women 
 
One thing to improve 

• Better training 

• Reward system for volunteers 

• More humans in the building during the day 

• Meet and greet for audience members with disabilities 
 
Big idea 

• Explicit invitations for people to access their access needs 

• “Pay it forward” schemes – buy a ticket and support others who can’t afford it 

• Mark out the stage in the rehearsal room and studio 

• Awards evenings – celebration for all 
 
 

Group 9 
 
What is or should be the Headgate’s offer to the community of Colchester? 

• Accessible – needs a funding lead 
o Financially 
o Physically – building and booking 
o Diversity – may need funding 

 
What will you find? 

• Building ongoing creativity 

• Performance space for creatives 

• Multi-generational opportunities 
 
One thing to improve 

• Comfortable seating 

• Affordability 
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Big idea 

• Screening of shows within the building for reduced ticket price (possible webinar 
shows). 

• Rehearsal room as a second dedicated house? But flexible for other use. 
 
 

Further detailed feedback 
 
Suggestions to deliver audience affordability 

• Pay it forward 

• Pay what you can 

• Dynamic tickets 

• Bundles 

• Entry pass 

• Schemes for young people 

• Family tickets 
 
Examples of national schemes to consider 

• Prologue scheme in Chichester 

• A Night Less Ordinary – funded by Arts Council 

• Lotteries 

• Mousetrap Theatre Projects (now called “Go Live”) provide subsidised theatre tickets 
to families and young people 

• Jack Petchey Foundation – invests in young people across London and Essex 
 
Affordability for creatives 

• Fundraising / sponsors 

• Advertising / Marketing – paid position? Volunteer pathway? 
 
For volunteers  

• Tiered levels - gold, silver, bronze 

• Volunteer incentives 
 
Areas for development 

• Workshops for each show 

• Someone on duty all the time 

• Clarity of roles – Headgate directory 

• Skills and contribution – informal review / evaluation 

• Communication 

• Accessibility 
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Individual feedback 
 

• In the last few years the Headgate has become less a part of the community and more of 
a business. With less and less box office opening times and less time for the public to 
interact with the theatre.  

• Little Theatre at Sheringham, for example, has a busy café and meeting point for people 
of all ages. We could sell cakes, toast, sandwiches etc and get the whole community 
involved in our hub, especially as the main library has closed for over a year. 

• We could have art exhibitions and sales in the rehearsal room. Tea dances in the studio. 
Get people who have never visited the Headgate inside to see what a great place it is. 
There are still a lot of people in Colchester who still don't know we are here. 

• Check terms and conditions re Health and Safety at Work Act – does it apply if activity is 
not a work/employee event? 

• Add an email sign-up capture on the website. 
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Appendix 3 – Wordclouds from all discussions with trustees, staff 
and stakeholders 
 
 

Wordcloud from trustee discussions 
 

 
 
Wordcloud from staff discussions 
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Wordcloud from stakeholder discussions 
 

 


